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More than two years after completing his term as president of El Salvador, Mauricio Funes
(2009-2014), a political moderate and former television journalist, is again making headlines, this
time as the target of a high-profile corruption probe and the lead protagonist in a developing
diplomatic affair involving nearby Nicaragua.
Funes’ finances have been a subject of speculation since early February, when the Sección de
Probidad, a special anti-graft unit with El Salvador’s Corte Suprema de Justicia (Supreme Court of
Justice, CSJ), audited the former president and discovered more than US$700,000 in unaccounted-for
payments, income, and assets (NotiCen, April 28, 2016). The full CSJ voted to approve the findings
days later, paving the way for Funes—together with his ex-wife Vanda Pignato, and one of his sons,
Diego Roberto Funes—to be tried in civil court for illicit enrichment.
More recently, the office of El Salvador’s attorney general (Fiscalía General de la República, FGR)
launched a criminal investigation to determine whether the Funes also engaged in embezzlement,
illicit business dealings, and influence trafficking. The FGR hasn’t filed any formal charges, but
it did order raids last month on a home Funes rents in San Salvador, the Salvadoran capital, and
on various properties owned by businessman Miguel Menéndez (also known as “Mecafé”), a
close confidante of the ex-president and the recipient, according to news reports, of numerous
government contracts during Funes’ time in office.
Funes used Twitter to publish a running commentary on the raids and profess his innocence. “I
don’t have anything to do with the companies of Miguel Menéndez. The investigation is ridiculous,”
he wrote Aug. 17. He made four additional posts on the social media platform that same day,
including one that read: “The contracts with Mecafé’s companies were legal. There was no influence
trafficking. The FGR is following instructions from the [political] right.” Funes also has a Facebook
account (Mauricio Funes sin Censura) that he regularly uses to post comments and links.
And yet as clear and present as Funes was in the virtual world of social media, his actual
whereabouts at the time of the raids was a mystery. The one bit of information he did offer, in an
Aug. 18 Twitter post, was that he was out of the country “on a consulting job.” Where, exactly,
wasn’t clear until five days later, when the FGR—citing intelligence sources—accused Funes of
seeking political asylum in Nicaragua. Funes, again via Twitter, quickly admitted that yes, he was in
Nicaragua, but for work reasons, not as a political exile.
Two weeks later, though, Nicaragua’s official government journal, La Gaceta, told a different story.
In a notice published Sept. 6, the journal made the bombshell announcement that authorities there
had, in fact, granted political asylum to Funes. The government, headed by President Daniel Ortega,
also agreed to protect Funes’ 26-year-old partner, Ada Mitchell Guzmán Sigüenza; their threeyear-old son; and two of his other sons, including Diego Roberto Funes, the one named in the
aforementioned civil suit. Needless to say, neither was present Sept. 12 when initial hearings in the
civil case finally got underway in San Salvador.
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Right-wing conspiracy?
Funes submitted his official petition for asylum on Sept. 1, according to La Gaceta. He did so, the
notice read, out of fear that “his life and physical integrity, as well of that of his family, are in danger
because of his struggle for democracy, peace, justice, and human rights, and his political affiliation
in El Salvador.” Funes repeated that claim in a series of Twitter posts, saying he has “sound reasons
to believe there’s a plan by the extreme right to attack me.”
Given the security situation in El Salvador—arguably the world’s most violent country not
technically involved in a war—Funes’ safety concerns can’t be dismissed offhand. The country had
more than 6,600 murders last year, a staggering number for a nation that is roughly the same size
(both in terms of land area and population) as the US state of Massachusetts (NotiCen, Jan. 21,
2016). It also has a proven history of political violence: a brutal civil war (1980-1992) between leftist
guerrillas and US-backed state security forces claimed tens of thousands of lives and resulted in
widespread human rights abuses.
Peace accords signed in 1992 ended the open conflict but failed to solve the problem of political
polarization. Nearly 25 years later, the rival parties that emerged from the war—the hard-right
Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) and the leftist Frente Farabundo Martí para la
Liberación Nacional (FMLN), originally a coalition of guerrilla groups—continue to wrestle for
control of the country. ARENA governed the country for two decades until Funes, running under
the FMLN banner, unseated it in 2009 (NotiCen, March 19, 2009). He was succeeded by President
Salvador Sánchez Cerén, a guerrilla commander during the war, who beat his ARENA challenger
by fewer than 6,400 votes (out of nearly 3 million cast) in a 2014 runoff election (NotiCen, March 20,
2014). Sánchez Cerén served as both vice president and education minister under Funes.
Funes says he’s being targeted for purely political reasons, calling the accusations payback for
his role in pushing the right out of power and for turning public attention, starting in late 2013, to
alleged acts of corruption by one of his ARENA predecessors, President Francisco Flores (1999-2004).
Funes’ pursuit of Flores led to a criminal investigation and eventually landed the latter in jail. Flores
died earlier this year, two months after a judge ordered him to stand trial for embezzlement and
illicit enrichment involving more than US$10 million (NotiCen, Dec. 17, 2015, and Feb. 4, 2016).
“I knew that the right wing oligarchy was going to intensify its political persecution of me in
revenge for the decisions I took during the five years of my government,” Funes wrote Sept. 6 on his
Facebook page. “The right wing, the ARENA party, and the economic power elite could not tolerate
losing their influence over decisions of the executive power. They were accustomed to using the
mechanisms of government to favor their economic interests and enrich themselves at the cost of the
state. Losing those privileges is something they are never going to forgive, and they’ll do everything
possible to recover them.”

Enduring impunity problem
President Sánchez Cerén and others in the FMLN have come out in defense of Funes. In statements
made Aug. 20, the Salvadoran leader echoed his predecessor’s political conspiracy theory,
suggesting that certain “institutions and parties” want “revenge.” Sánchez Cerén also criticized the
media for prematurely “convicting” Funes and failing to respect the legal principle, as established in
the Constitution, of presumed innocence.
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Funes’ arguments also resonate with some left-wing analysts who see the claims against him as
part of an increasingly common strategy by conservative forces—allied with the courts and media
—to discredit and in some cases even oust the region’s progressive leaders, both past and present
(NotiSur, April 15, 2016). “Last month in Brazil saw the culmination of this kind of utterly corrupt
abuse of justice with the removal of democratically elected President Dilma Rousseff,” the authors of
Tortilla con Sal, an “anti-imperialist” blog produced in Nicaragua, argued in a recent post.
Others, though, are willing to take the corruption allegations at face value and support efforts
by Salvadoran authorities to pursue the former president, regardless of his power, popularity,
or political affiliation. They’d also like the courts to go after ex-President Elías Antonio Saca
(2004-2009), who is also suspected of illicit enrichment. Saca is currently affiliated with the centerright Gran Alianza por la Unidad Nacional (GANA) party. As president, he represented ARENA.
Pursuing these kinds of high-profile cases is especially important, argue many observers, given the
long tradition of impunity in El Salvador, where authorities have not only turned a blind eye to highlevel corruption but also refused to hold people accountable for rampant human rights violations
committed during the civil war period (NotiCen, April 11, 2013). Perpetrators of those abuses were
long protected by an amnesty law that was overturned just two months ago (NotiCen, July 28, 2016).
The impunity problem even extends to the murders that take place so frequently in San Salvador
and elsewhere in the Central American country. The vast majority of those crimes (more than 90%,
by some accounts) fail to result in convictions.
In that sense, Nicaragua’s decision to offer protection to Funes and his family represents a potential
setback for El Salvador. “There have been both international and national efforts to reduce
impunity, and this decision by Nicaragua runs directly counter to those efforts,” Cynthia J. Arnson,
director of the Latin American Program at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in
Washington, told The New York Times.
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